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Scholar-Practitioner Refl ections on the Urban Education 
Contexts of Race and Social Class in the Current Climate of 
Standards and Accountability
Raymond A. Horn Jr., Saint Joseph’s University
Th omas Conway, Philadelphia Electrical and Technology Charter High School,
& Michelle Williams, Philadelphia Tech Prep Consortium  
Abstract
Th e complexity of urban education continues to be a challenge for urban educators. 
Th is paper explores the urban education context of race and social class in the current 
climate of standards and accountability through the reﬂ ections of two public school 
scholar-practitioners. First, the fundamental tenets of scholar-practitioner leadership 
are presented in the context of a critical pragmatic praxis. Th e perspectives of two 
Philadelphia scholar-practitioner urban educators in their attempts to deal with urban 
educational complexity in relation to the inﬂ uences of race, social class, and the standards 
and accountability mandates are presented. Th e one educator is a charter school Social 
Studies Department chairperson, and the other is the academic facilitator for a tech prep 
consortium at a Philadelphia community college. Additionally, both educators discuss 
how the scholar-practitioner concept positions them to better deal with the complex 
challenges of urban education.  
Introduction
Th e complexity of urban education continues to be a unique challenge for urban 
educators whose purpose is to provide an eﬀ ective, eﬃ  cient, and socially just and caring 
learning experience for their students, and for the other educational stakeholders (i.e., 
teachers, administrators, parents, community groups) in their urban place. Urban public 
schools are nested within an environmental context that includes similarities between all 
of the schools within a speciﬁ c city and signiﬁ cant diﬀ erences from one neighborhood to 
another within that city. Within a city, some schools have higher rates of ethnic, racial, 
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and religious diversity, while others mirror the resegregation of the city’s population 
into areas that are predominately representative of only one ethnic or racial group 
(Steinberg & Kincheloe, 2004). One neighborhood school may have a high immigrant 
population and another a student population from families that have resided within 
that neighborhood for many generations. Crime rates, community resources, and public 
transportation services may vary from one school to another. However, all urban public 
schools struggle with administrator and teacher retention rates, standardized testing 
and accountability mandates, and educational funding limitations. Additional struggles 
include the systemic poverty, racism, violence and crime, drug abuse, sexism, childhood 
hunger and inadequate medical care, and challenging family situations that too often 
mediate and inform urban educational environments. How then do urban educators 
respond to the complexity of these unique educational challenges?
When educators attempt to seek clarity in how they respond to the intricacies of 
their situation, often the result is a false clarity that does not include the racial, social, 
economic, cultural, and political inﬂ uences that participate in the construction of the 
educational experience of their unique place. In addition, the false clarity that they 
perceive does not allow a critical reading of the consequences of their actions in relation 
to issues of social justice, caring, and democracy. With the above in mind, scholar-
practitioner educators are individuals “with a moral and political vision of what it means 
to educate students to govern, lead a humane life, and address the social welfare of those 
less fortunate than themselves” (Giroux, 1994, p. 45). Th e value of an educator who 
is becoming a scholar-practitioner leader lies in this person’s ability to critique these 
inﬂ uences and their consequences, as well as his or her own understanding of social 
justice, an ethic of care, and democracy. 
Fundamental Tenets of Scholar-Practitioner Leadership
Th e purpose of this conversation is to explore how the fundamental tenets of scholar-
practitioner leadership can aid an educator in the educator’s attempt to move towards a 
clear and critical perception of how these contextual inﬂ uences and their consequences 
mediate and inform the educator’s decisions. My position, as a participant in this 
conversation, is grounded in a critical pragmatic view that recognizes the complexity of 
the urban educational environment and the ongoing challenges of becoming a scholar-
practitioner leader. I view the term critical as an overarching concern by the individual 
for the promotion of socially just, caring, and democratic education. Of course, prior to 
the actions that I take to promote my goals, I must ﬁ rst critically examine my own beliefs 
that inform how I deﬁ ne social justice, caring, and democratic education and how these 
deﬁ nitions relate to the reality of the educational environment in which I am embedded. 
My critical pragmatic view accepts the absolute necessity of recognizing and dealing with 
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the racial, social, economic, political, and cultural inﬂ uences that act from a position 
of power in the construction of the urban educational experience. More succinctly, this 
critical pragmatic view requires me to attempt to meet the expectations and mandates of 
interest groups (i.e., federal, state, and district standards and accountability procedures) 
while still providing what I consider to be equitable and caring curriculum, instruction, 
and assessment activities within my educational place. In some cases, what is required by 
authorities from outside of one’s educational environment may conﬂ ict with one’s own 
experiential understanding of how quite diﬀ erent curriculum, instruction, and assessment 
practices may, in actuality, better meet the needs of the local community and students. Th e 
argument that supports this purpose is that these multiple and often contradictory goals 
can be achieved only through the critical pragmatic actions of scholar-practitioner leaders.   
How then do I deﬁ ne a scholar-practitioner leader and what do I recognize as the 
central tenets of scholar-practitioner leadership? A short answer to this question is that 
scholar-practitioner leaders ﬁ rst recognize the complexity of their educational place 
and then through the employment of critical literacy take informed critical action that 
will move them and others towards an educational situation that eﬀ ectively meets the 
needs of their students in a caring and equitable manner. Of course, as is the case when 
engaging in a critical pragmatic praxis, scholar-practitioner leaders recognize that a 
decision and the subsequent action may achieve only a partial realization of the imposed 
external mandates and their own critical goals. Th is necessitates an ongoing critical 
reﬂ ection that shapes future action. 
A Critical Pragmatic Praxis
Th e basis for a critical pragmatic praxis involves critical literacy, critical reﬂ ection, and 
disciplined inquiry (Horn, 2006; Mullen, 2003). Critical literacy involves the ability 
to recognize how power is arranged and how this arrangement aﬀ ects the identity of 
individuals and groups, and how power arrangements oppress and empower individuals 
as single entities and as willing and non-willing members of social, racial, ethnic, 
gendered, cultural, and economic groups. Th rough their ability to critically read the 
situations in which they are involved, scholar-practitioner leaders uncover and critique 
the representations that others and themselves make in an attempt to dominate 
and control. 
Th e critical reading of power arrangements and their consequences is a diﬃ  cult 
activity because the critical reading in which we engage is mediated and informed by 
our own values and beliefs. Some individuals propose that we all believe that what we 
do is intended to promote just and caring outcomes. Herein lies the diﬃ  culty that 
is encountered when attempting to critically read a situation. What is diﬃ  cult is the 
requirement of critical reading to critique our interpretations of the outcomes, which in 
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essence is the requirement to critique our own values and beliefs. However, the process of 
critical reﬂ ection aids us in this diﬃ  cult endeavor.   
Integral to the activities related to critical literacy is the ability to critically reﬂ ect. In 
education, reﬂ ection has been greatly promoted as a means to become aware (Brookﬁ eld, 
1995; Schön, 1983; Zeichner & Liston, 1996) in order to better adapt and shape one’s 
actions. In this context, critical reﬂ ection implies the use of analysis, synthesis, and 
evaluation, grounded in a concern for the promotion of equitable and caring education, 
to uncover the consequences of one’s actions. Scholar-practitioners realize that they must 
critically reﬂ ect on all of the multiple contexts of their action. Th is not only includes 
reﬂ ection on their planning, action, and outcomes of the action, but also on all of the 
inﬂ uences and interests that informed and mediated their own activity. Critical reﬂ ection 
also scrutinizes the inﬂ uences of these interests on the individuals involved in the 
activity and the place in which the activity occurred. For instance, when engaging in this 
critically oriented activity, principals and teachers would critically reﬂ ect on the mandates 
that framed their action plans, implementation of the plans, and the consequences of 
their actions. In addition, they would also critically reﬂ ect upon the needs and identities 
of the involved stakeholders and upon the social, economic, political, and cultural 
pressures acting on those stakeholders. Also, scholar-practitioner leaders would consider 
how all of this human activity was complicit in the reconstruction of reality and the 
eﬀ ects of this activity on the power arrangements that subsequently determine how 
people live together. 
Also a dynamically interrelated part of scholar-practitioner activity is the employment 
of disciplined inquiry. Disciplined inquiry implies that whatever inquiry methods are 
utilized, they must be utilized in a manner that is deemed credible, valid, reliable, or 
trustworthy by the professional protocols of the ﬁ elds that developed them. Becoming 
critically aware and taking critically informed action requires a holistic view of human 
phenomena that can be acquired only through the use of multiple methods of inquiry. 
Th e notion of multiple methods of inquiry implies the disposition to use many methods 
that uncover the nuances of meaning that cannot be uncovered when only one method 
is employed. Metaphorically, each inquiry method acts as a lens that allows the scholar-
practitioner to see more deeply and broadly, thus increasing the scholar-practitioner’s 
holistic understanding and increasing the potential success of the action that is taken. 
Simplistically, we cannot understand the whole story from only one picture. To capture 
the whole story, scholar-practitioners must act as bricoleurs.  
According to Jenlink (2002), “Bricolage, as the emergent and constantly changing 
social practice of the scholar-practitioner, is socially constructed through the diﬀ erent 
methods, materials, and practices that work to resolve the deeply complex and often 
ideologically embedded nature of problems in the scholar-practitioner’s world of practice” 
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(p. 4). Kincheloe (1998) argues that this bricolage is a necessary component of critical 
research that allows the inquirer to engage the deep and hidden complexities of human 
experience, especially the political and ethical nature of the knowledge that is uncovered. 
Both of these positions recognize the inherent need for scholar-practitioners to seek a 
holistic understanding of a phenomenon that aids them in their attempt to critically 
engage the power arrangements that mediate and inform their educational experience. 
Being and Becoming a Scholar-Practitioner Leader
Acquiring the abilities to use one’s critical literacy to critically reﬂ ect and inquire in a 
disciplined manner are foundational precepts of what constitutes a scholar-practitioner 
leader. However, it is important to understand that regardless of the degree to which a 
scholar-practitioner has developed these abilities, all scholar-practitioners are in a state of 
becoming. Th e ﬁ rst requirement of a scholar-practitioner is the disposition toward self-
awareness. Because of the inherent changing nature of individuals, their activity, and the 
larger environment in which they are embedded, understanding one’s self, others, and the 
social environment is a project that is always under construction. Th erefore, a scholar-
practitioner cannot be a scholar-practitioner, but is always becoming a scholar-practitioner.
 
Two Perspectives on Scholar-Practitioner Leadership in the Urban Environment
As stated, the purpose of this conversation is to explore how the fundamental tenets of 
scholar-practitioner leadership, as expressed through a critical pragmatic praxis, can aid 
an educator in the educator’s attempt to move towards a clear and critical perception 
of how these contextual inﬂ uences and their consequences mediate and inform the 
educator’s decisions. Th omas Conway and Michelle Williams, who are doctoral students 
at Saint Joseph’s University and educators in the city of Philadelphia, will now provide 
two perspectives on their use of the scholar-practitioner concept in their urban practice. 
Th omas Conway is the Social Studies Department chairperson at Philadelphia 
Electrical and Technology Charter High School (PE&T). In addition to his duties 
as chair, Conway is the coordinator for summer school programs and all after-school 
remediation programs in math and reading. PE&T is a racially diverse school located in 
center city Philadelphia. 
Michelle Williams is the academic facilitator for the Philadelphia Tech Prep 
Consortium, which is a support program housed at the Community College of 
Philadelphia. She coordinates a tutoring program that employs college students to tutor 
10th, 11th, and 12th graders in the School District of Philadelphia. Additionally, she 
conducts college-preparatory workshops and classes for high school juniors and seniors. 
She has taught developmental English and writing classes to college freshmen at the 
University of the Sciences in Philadelphia.
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Th omas Conway’s Perspective
Over the last several decades, a few issues have impacted urban education and these 
issues have created an opportunity for research and reﬂ ection by scholar-practitioners. 
Since the Brown v Board of Education case in the 1950s, race and social class have 
played an important factor in public education. As an educator that has worked in the 
urban setting for most of my career, I have seen diﬀ erent research-based movements 
(i.e., multiple intelligences and Ebonics) within the educational ﬁ eld take hold in the 
classrooms. As soon as the staﬀ  learns about the new theory, they watch the movement 
fall by the wayside as it is replaced with a new theory about learning. Th ese theories try 
to address the apparent deﬁ ciencies of urban students as compared to their suburban 
and rural counterparts. Public education in the cities has not worked because of the lack 
of consistency of staﬀ  (i.e., teacher attrition rates) and curriculum. Th e diversity of the 
teaching staﬀ  has continued to decline over the last several years and has become whiter 
at most urban schools (Milner, 2006). We have entered a time in public school teaching 
where many teachers are being confronted with a new level of diversity (Milner, 2006). 
Students are from diverse backgrounds both racially and economically. By becoming 
scholar-practitioners, educators can use the tools of critical literacy, critical reﬂ ection, and 
disciplined inquiry to help them understand how race and social class impact the school 
setting and how various learning theories can be better implemented in the schools.
Critical literacy is an important concept to understand. Power arrangements and 
the apparent lack of power by many have had a huge impact on the urban educational 
environment. Court mandates, such as Brown, along with federal, state, and local 
legislation, at times have tried to rectify the imbalance of power caused by race and 
social class. Th e term “African American” is often treated monolithically by society; 
however, the African American community carries as much diversity within itself as any 
other cultural classiﬁ cation. For so long in American society, African Americans have 
been denied power, but gradually over the 20th century boundaries and obstacles were 
removed for some African Americans. Today, you can locate very racially diverse schools 
in big cities. However, in some other sections of that same city, a resegregation factor has 
come back into play. Th is resegregation is either self-imposed or imposed by oppressive 
economic forces from outside the community.  
In Philadelphia, there is a charter school with a mission that speciﬁ cally addresses 
an African-centered approach to education in order to address this power issue. In my 
current school setting, it is interesting to see how students from a non-European lineage 
interrelate with our primarily white staﬀ . My encounter with African American families 
has been very positive; however, there have been occasions where I have had the need 
to prove that I was not operating from an oppressive position. Th ere is still a distrust 
of authority by some African American students that carries over into the educational 
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environment. It is an unspoken distrust, and only through the use of critical literacy can 
educators understand the multiple relational levels that are in play within the student-
teacher relationship.
Another factor that creates this imbalance of power is on the level of funding and 
resources available to urban students. Th e suburban school districts tend to have a higher 
level of funding for education because of a higher socio-economic status (SES) in those 
communities.  Students from higher SES backgrounds often come to school with their 
basic needs met (i.e., proper nutrition and sleep). Some urban students are faced with 
a cycle of poverty that has gripped their families for years. Th ere are urban teachers and 
students that have found a way to overcome these diﬃ  culties, but “in many instances, 
teachers and students in urban contexts are met with challenges that they ﬁ nd diﬃ  cult 
to work through and master” (Milner, 2006, p. 346). Some of these challenges are 
unemployed parents, teenage pregnancy, children raised by grandparents, gun violence, 
and gang warfare. Th ese are just some of the “power” issues that students bring to the 
classroom. Th rough critical reﬂ ection as scholar-practitioners, educators realize that it is 
not just the curriculum and standards that they need to understand, but also they must 
acquire a critical understanding of the background of students in their care. It is through 
this critical reﬂ ection that an educator can realize the many forces that aﬀ ect their 
students’ learning.  
Many states have imposed continuing education requirements upon teachers to 
maintain their certiﬁ cations. Educators ﬁ rst met these requirements with some resistance. 
However, if professional development programs and continuing education classes are 
structured appropriately, these settings can become laboratories for disciplined inquiry 
by scholar-practitioners. Urban educators know the problems that exist but often lack 
the time and resources available to make appropriate inquiries. Research-based programs 
and journals can be a tremendous support to teachers in the ﬁ eld. By reading about SES-
related issues, educators will add appropriate lenses to their inquiry methods. As a result, 
they will become better bricoleurs. In my own career, I have turned toward academic 
journals for insight and information about SES-related issues. By having this knowledge 
base, teachers might be able to overcome their color-blind and culture-blind approaches 
to education (Milner, 2006). Instead of ignoring the diﬀ erences in front of them, 
educators through disciplined inquiry can learn to think “about the enormous, central, 
and profound inﬂ uences of color and culture in teaching and learning” (Milner, p. 352).  
Th rough the development of becoming and always becoming a scholar-practitioner, 
the tools that I need to eﬀ ectively interact with the diverse student population in my 
presence become manageable. Teaching in the urban setting can be overwhelming at 
times because of the many forces at pull within the system. It is by better understanding 
these unseen and unspoken forces that educators will become more eﬀ ective in the urban 
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setting. By only remaining a practitioner, teachers do a disservice to themselves and their 
students. Th rough continued scholarship and inquiry, educators will be able to apply a 
more holistic approach to their profession.  
Michelle Williams’ Perspective
As the academic facilitator/coordinator of an urban community college support program 
that exists to help students make a smooth and “seamless” transition from high school 
to college at one of the largest institutions of higher education in Pennsylvania, I must 
deal with a multitude of issues that surface when trying to provide a full and meaningful 
educational experience for students. One of the reasons this is so is the college’s diverse 
student population. Of the thousands of students enrolled at the college, about half 
are African American, approximately a quarter are Caucasian, and the other quarter is 
comprised of Paciﬁ c Islanders, Spanish Americans, and Native American (College Facts, 
2005). Th us, very often, race and culture become underlying issues in the educational 
process. Additionally, class and socioeconomic status can be issues as approximately 
half of all students receive some ﬁ nancial assistance (College Facts, 2005). My speciﬁ c 
scope of work, which involves coordinating a program in which college students are 
hired to tutor high school students in the School District of Philadelphia and tracking/
motivating/supporting college students in our support program, has become more 
demanding in that our students need advocates who understand their needs and meet 
them in their attempt to realize their needs. Th is task has become even more challenging 
because many of the students we service, in our speciﬁ c support program at the college, 
need additional supports related to academics, cultural diﬀ erences, and ﬁ nancial 
constraints. As such, I ﬁ nd myself trying to fulﬁ ll my work assignment by balancing my 
emphases. I must not only care about the college’s policies, requirements for courses, 
the student’s progress toward graduation, and the success of our support program, but 
also simultaneously care for and pay attention to the individual and his/her situation. 
In essence, investing in the student’s educational success requires that I invest in the 
student as a whole. In order to do that eﬀ ectively, I ﬁ nd myself relying more heavily on 
the practices of critical reﬂ ection, disciplined inquiry, and constant evolution, which 
inevitably means that I am becoming a scholar-practitioner leader. 
Of utmost importance is critically reﬂ ecting both before and after making a decision, 
advising a student, planning a lesson or event, speaking with a student, parent, teacher 
or administrator, and so on. Th is is so because my support program requires that I 
interface with a variety of individuals both at the secondary and post-secondary levels. 
Additionally, most of the students that we service are ethnic minorities, and they are 
economically challenged. Th erefore, the decisions that we make, in terms of our support 
program, have far-reaching eﬀ ects. For example, many of our students have heard 
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negative messages about their race and class so often that they have begun to believe 
that they are impoverished minorities, so they have little to no hope. For many of them, 
academic success is not an option. Consequently, many of the students already have 
low self-esteem and a negative self-image because of what they have been told for many 
years. Th us, often times, my comment or action could mean the diﬀ erence between a 
student becoming more disillusioned, or becoming empowered despite her/his situation 
and making the decision to pursue his/her educational goals. Or the implementation 
of a programmatic plan, exercise, or policy could result in a student becoming jaded 
because of the curriculum’s lack of cultural relevance and a student being unable to 
participate due to ﬁ nancial limitations. Th erefore, it is imperative that I critically reﬂ ect 
on my speech and actions beforehand. Perhaps it is even more imperative when speaking 
with upper-level administrators that I critically reﬂ ect on the programs and funding 
that I advocate for on behalf of the students. I consistently entertain questions such as: 
Are the programs or proposals that I support and argue for going to be socially just? 
Will they be economically feasible for all of our students? Are they racially equalizing? 
Will the activities be culturally relevant? Additionally, after making a decision or 
taking an action, it is imperative that I assess it in order to evolve as a practitioner and 
administrator. Th erefore, by critically reﬂ ecting on my actions, both before and after, I 
can better understand the implications for my students as they deal with both race and 
socioeconomics and their education while determining the reasoning and rationale for 
my own actions. 
Additionally, in order to be socially just and caring while simultaneously encouraging 
students to achieve academically in an urban environment, I have become more 
dependent upon disciplined inquiry. No longer is it appropriate for me to just do 
something because I know it works. Rather, I am engaging in research, networking, and 
critiquing in order to develop critically informed rationales for programs and proposals 
that are set forth in my work environment. For example, in order to coordinate an urban 
tutoring program that truly reaches the students on an academic and a human level, it 
is necessary to explore best practices, student perspectives, tutor perspectives, resources, 
teacher perspectives, and the practices of other support programs. I also have to take into 
account factors such as academics, interpersonal skills, cultural inﬂ uences, skill level, and 
so on. Th erefore, the use of critical inquiry is essential in order to enhance the students’ 
urban educational experience. More speciﬁ cally, investigating various theories such as 
culturally relevant pedagogy, social mobility, cultural diﬀ erence, identity formation, 
and socialization has improved my understanding of race and ethnicity as they relate to 
education. Furthermore, understanding quantitative information is becoming equally 
important as understanding qualitative data and various theories. My examination 
of theory, quantitative, and qualitative studies has certainly enhanced my overall 
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understanding of my students and their experiences. In essence, by utilizing critical 
inquiry techniques, I have been able to have a more inclusive and rounded understanding 
of race, socioeconomics, and education in an urban context. 
In essence, it is imperative that scholar-practitioner leaders exist in urban educational 
environments. Th is is so because we are in an era when there is an emphasis on improving 
student persistence rates, further diversifying the educational environment, and being 
caring while promoting academic excellence (Our Mission, 2005). We are also in an era 
where there are various factors such as race and socioeconomics that have an impact on the 
educational choices and achievement of students (Our Mission, 2005). It would seem that 
virtually all faculty and staﬀ  would beneﬁ t from incorporating critical reﬂ ection and critical 
inquiry into their professional practices, if they are not already doing so. Furthermore, 
as a developing scholar-practitioner leader, in addition to utilizing the aforementioned 
practices, I am also in a constant state of evolving or becoming. Although it is sometimes 
overwhelming to know that there is constant evolution and therefore, no apparent end, 
it is also very exciting to know that I am constantly learning about myself, my motives, 
students, education, race, culture, socioeconomics, and the like. Essentially, it seems that in 
my pursuit to evolve into a scholar-practitioner leader, I am always growing and becoming 
so that I can better help myself and the students that I service.
Scholar-Practitioner Leadership in a Climate of Standards and Accountability
Th omas Conway’s Experience
As a high school teacher, I’ve been very challenged in the urban environment by the 
current standards and accountability movement. PE&T’s mission is to develop in our 
students the skills needed to enter the electrical or technology ﬁ eld after graduation. 
Students have all the necessary required courses to attend college upon graduation. Th e 
mission of the school could be beneﬁ cial to many low SES students. However, because 
many of our students attended elementary school prior to the implementation of the 
current standards for math and reading, our school has faced the reality of not making 
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) status based upon the students’ scores on Pennsylvania 
System of School Assessment (PSSA) tests. Th e students are overwhelmed and so are 
the teachers because of the mandatory testing requirements that interfere with class 
instructional time. Historically, urban students do not test well on standardized tests, and 
my students are living up to that stereotype. 
Th e PE&T students have complaints about the PSSA tests. Th ey grumble about how 
in the past they would take a test and nothing ever came of the scores. Now they feel the 
pressure to achieve at a new level of academic rigor. To gain their high school diploma, 
this new level of rigor is something that many of them never had to live up to in the 
past. Rigor is good but the pressure is wrong. Th ere is so much anxiety created about 
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successful testing that on the actual test day the students exhibit signs of stress disorder. 
Th is past year, I had a grown boy, fearing the loss of a point, crying over having a mental 
block about using correct math terminology in open-ended questions. 
Because of the practice of social promotion to the next grade level, some of our 
current students never progressed above a ﬁ fth- or sixth-grade level in mathematics and/
or reading. Th e 11th grade PSSA math test focuses on algebraic and geometric skills and 
some other areas of high school mathematics. If a student does not comprehend simple 
elementary computation skills, then how can that student ever move on to acquiring 
high school–level math skills? I believe it is an uphill battle for these remedial students 
and their teachers. To help remediate this deﬁ ciency, this past year I volunteered to 
help students recall geometry from the sophomore year for the PSSA test. During this 
review session, the junior American history curriculum was shelved in order to provide 
ample math review time. It was diﬃ  cult for me as an educator to make this leap. I had 
the dilemma of forsaking my subject in order to play the testing game. Is it really fair to 
compare one group of students’ scores to the next year’s class of students? I believe that 
it makes no sense to rate a school in this fashion, because each class has its own dynamic 
and personality. It would be better to track their growth from year to year and not from 
group to group. Th ere may be beneﬁ ts to the standards movement, but the current 
penalties are too draconian at the onset for urban schools. 
Michelle Williams’ Experience
As mentioned previously, as an academic facilitator, one of my major roles is to coordinate 
the tutoring project where I am charged with hiring, training, and overseeing college 
students who go to School District of Philadelphia high schools and tutor students in math 
and English. Initially, my job in the schools consisted of working with teachers to identify 
students who needed help in those subject areas and linking the appropriate tutor with 
that student or small group of students. However, more recently, in light of the standards 
and accountability movement, my job within the schools and as it relates to tutors is 
becoming more involved. Th is is so because no longer are the teachers and administrators 
requesting that the tutors meet students at their individual need or skill level, but rather 
they are requesting that tutors facilitate standardized test preparation workshops so students 
will perform better on the Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA). In general, 
teachers and administrators are now concerned with improving their students’ test scores 
and thus, meeting Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) and other state-mandated requirements. 
As such, although I utilize critical reﬂ ection and critical literacy, in this particular instance, I 
have most often found myself utilizing critical inquiry.
Because of the current standards and accountability movement, essentially my 
tutoring program has had to undergo a transition from tutoring, based on skill level, to 
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preparing students for a standardized exam. Th erefore, the way in which I train tutors is 
diﬀ erent. No longer can I just train tutors in acceptable tutoring practices and give them 
general information about students and the School District of Philadelphia; I must also 
relay information to them about the nature of the PSSA. In order to be eﬀ ective, the 
tutors must not only master their subject area but also the PSSA exam, its background, 
expectations, and the far-reaching implications tied to the exam. Th e tutors, who 
eventually evolve into trusted mentors for many of the students, must have a thorough 
understanding of this information so that they can relay that information to students 
in a way that they will comprehend and identify with. Now, not only do tutors address 
the pressures that students deal with that may be related to race and social class, such as 
violence, teen pregnancy, and substandard living conditions, but now they must address 
pressures that students feel about high-stakes testing. Additionally, because the way in 
which the students will be tutored is transitioning from individual tutoring, or very small 
group tutoring, into small learning communities, or whole-class instruction, the tutoring 
techniques I emphasize in training sessions must be modiﬁ ed. Furthermore, because 
of the emphasis on the PSSA, the tutoring resources purchased, such as textbooks and 
computer software, must also be augmented to meet that need. 
Due to the standards and accountability movement, critical inquiry has been crucial 
for me in terms of restructuring my tutoring program to meet the needs of teachers, school 
administrators, and students. For instance, I have been consistently inquiring about the 
best methods to prepare students for standardized tests without using excessive drilling and 
memorizing; instead, the aim is to prepare students by encouraging them to utilize critical 
thinking skills. Additionally, via seeking out both quantitative and qualitative studies, I have 
been able to better understand how to train tutors to relate to students in such a way that 
they are motivated to prepare for the exam and encouraged to continue on in school despite 
various challenges related to academics, race, and social class. In essence, critical inquiry has 
been imperative for me as I seek out ways to coordinate the tutoring program to meet the 
needs of the administrators while simultaneously meeting the needs of the students.
Conclusion
Th e focus of this article was on scholar-practitioner reﬂ ections on the urban education 
contexts of race and social class in the current climate of standards and accountability. 
Th e argument has been presented that the complexity of urban education within these 
contexts presents a unique challenge for urban educators, and that urban educators 
who are becoming scholar-practitioners are better positioned to eﬀ ectively deal with the 
diﬃ  culties that they face.  
Th omas Conway spoke of the distrust of authority by some African American 
students in their interaction with teachers who are not African Americans. Based on his 
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own experience, he proposed that these issues of trust and authority can be informed 
through the use of a critical literacy that aids the teacher in understanding the multiple 
relational levels that are in play within the student-teacher relationship that is embedded 
within this racial and social context. As Conway mentioned, also informing this issue of 
a distrust of authority between teachers and students of diﬀ erent races and social levels 
are power issues that students bring to the classroom. He saliently points out that a 
teacher’s focus cannot be only on the mandated curriculum and standards but also must 
include the teacher’s understanding of the background of the teacher’s students. As a 
scholar-practitioner, he seeks a critical understanding, through the insights provided by 
academic journals, of the many forces that aﬀ ect the students’ learning. By engaging in 
critical reﬂ ection on the cultural and social backgrounds of his students, the scholarly 
information provided by academic journals, and his own experience, Conway is better 
able to move beyond the culture-blind approaches to education and provide a holistic 
pedagogical approach that increases the potential for a more just and caring educational 
experience for his students.
In her narrative about her own urban experience, Michelle Williams captures 
the complexity involved in providing a full and meaningful educational experience 
for students. Noting the inﬂ uence of race, class, and socioeconomic status on her 
fulﬁ llment of this goal, Williams discusses the challenges presented by the multiple 
requirements of her educational position. Besides dealing with the academic diﬀ erences, 
cultural diﬀ erences, and ﬁ nancial constraints of her students, as a scholar-practitioner, 
Williams understands the necessity to explore best practices, student perspectives, tutor 
perspectives, resources, teacher perspectives, and the practices of other support programs. 
Her critical awareness of these multiple contexts improves her understanding of race and 
ethnicity as they relate to her educational experience and the potential attainment of her 
goals. Williams presents herself as being in a constant state of evolving or becoming with 
the realization that there is constant evolution, and therefore, no apparent end.  
Both Williams and Conway have provided examples of the diﬃ  culties that are faced 
when teaching within an urban environment that is controlled by the external mandates 
of the current standards and accountability climate. Th eir experiences within this context 
are examples of how the experiential knowledge of educators often conﬂ icts with the 
actions required by external mandates. Th eir commentary is interesting in that it informs 
our understanding of how scholar-practitioners can pragmatically engage these often-
contradictory demands. Th e essential point that can be taken from their experience is 
that without a critical literacy and awareness, the potential for a successful resolution of 
these contradictions remains problematic. As scholar-practitioners, Williams and Conway 
are aware of these contradictions and have the knowledge and disposition to take action 
that has the potential to help students succeed within this complex educational context.  
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As seen in the commentary by Conway and Williams, the demands placed upon 
urban educators in a standards and accountability climate continues to be a unique 
challenge for urban educators whose purpose is to provide an eﬀ ective, eﬃ  cient, and 
socially just and caring learning experience for their students. Being critically aware 
and having the disposition to take critical action does not guarantee the successful 
resolution of inequitable or uncaring educational situations. However, by having a critical 
awareness and literacy, scholar-practitioners can critically interrogate the false clarity of 
well-intentioned but simplistic attempts to provide socially just and eﬀ ective education. 
Th rough this interrogation, they can develop plans of action and work pragmatically to 
ameliorate the often-unintended socially unjust consequences of educational practice that 
occurs without the beneﬁ t of the more holistic understanding that scholar-practitioners 
continuously strive to achieve.
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